
This case study forms part of the project ‘Testing the Applicability of the Guidelines for Providing Product Sustainability Information’. 
The aim is to share a practical application of the Guidelines’ principles by companies and standard-setting organisations.

Principle 1: Reliability
The claim is based on a generally accepted 
methodology in the relevant scientific field. 
The MSC Fisheries Standard, and the MSC 
Fisheries Certification Process, which supports appli-
cation of the Standard, were developed by and continue 
to be reviewed through collaboration with scientists, the 
fishing industry, and conservation groups. The MSC has 
been recognized as meeting the benchmark or stan-
dards of the following initiatives: the ISEAL Alliance, the 
Global Sustainable Seafood Initiative benchmark and the 
FAO Guidelines for the Ecolabelling of Fish and Fishery 
Products from Marine Capture Fisheries. In addition, MSC 

Marine Stewardship Council
Sector: Food and Agriculture
Region: Based in the United Kingdom, operates globally

The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) is an international non-profit organization that recog-
nizes and rewards efforts to protect oceans and safeguard seafood supplies for the future. 

MSC’s sustainability claim is the MSC Fisheries Standard. To be sold with the MSC label, 
seafood must come from a fishery certified to the standard. Every business along an MSC 
certified seafood supply chain must comply with the MSC Chain of Custody Standard, ensuring 
that MSC labelled seafood can be traced back to a sustainably managed certified fishery. 

MSC certification requires fisheries to ensure that environmental impacts are minimized, and 
that fish stocks are effectively managed and sustainable.

Mindset 
Life Cycle Thinking: The MSC addresses some elements of life cycle thinking, except for transport and distribu-
tion, and product use. The MSC Fisheries Standard provides a robust means of recognizing sustainable harvest of 
seafood in the context of a whole-ecosystem approach.   

Hotspots Analysis Approach: The MSC does not at this time take a comprehensive hotspots analysis approach. 
However, the MSC Fisheries Standard comprises three core principles: 
• Sustainable target fish stocks (i.e. a fishery must be managed in a manner that does not lead to over-fishing or 

depletion of the exploited populations); 
• Environmental impact of fishing (i.e. fishing operations should allow for the maintenance of the structure, produc-

tivity, function and diversity of the ecosystem on which the fishery depends); and 
• Effective management (i.e. the fishery is subject to an effective management system that respects local, national 

and international laws and standards). 

Mainstreaming Sustainability: The MSC encourages companies and retailers to continuously improve their prac-
tices. This is done by organising annual awards, such as the MSC UK Supermarket of the Year award, and the MSC 
UK Menu of the Year. Also, MSC produces promotional materials that highlight good practices of certified fisheries, 
atempting to encourage more production of sustainable seafood.  

uses a third party assurance model in which the accredita-
tion body and the conformity assessment bodies meet ISO 
17011 and ISO 17065 respectively. 

Within the framing of environmental sustainability 
and its Theory of Change, the MSC undertakes 
quantitative and qualitative information gathering 
to inform reviews of its Standards and Certification 
Requirements, and regularly publishes impact 
data. During the periodic review of the Standard, 
additional aspects that could be incorporated 
are considered, using a rigorous process that 
includes consultation with key stakeholders (e.g. 
NGOs and scientific institutions).   

The ecolabel 
which appears on 
certified seafood. 

http://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/initiative/road-testing-guidelines-providing-product-sustainability-information
https://www.msc.org/en-us/standards-and-certification/fisheries-standard
https://www.msc.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/for-business/program-documents/fisheries-program-documents/msc-fisheries-certification-process-v2.1.pdf?sfvrsn=5c8c80bc_20
https://www.msc.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/for-business/program-documents/fisheries-program-documents/msc-fisheries-certification-process-v2.1.pdf?sfvrsn=5c8c80bc_20
https://www.msc.org/
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Principle 2: Relevance
The subject of the claim (i.e. fish stocks 
being effectively managed and environ-
mental impacts being minimized) is an area 
that is integral to the sustainability of seafood supply.   

The claim highlights elements that make a 
difference to the overall sustainability of seafood 
supply. The MSC Fisheries Standard was devel-
oped and continues to be used on the basis that it 
exceeds regulatory requirements in many produc-
tion countries; particularly on the high seas where 
there are few international fishing regulations and 
enforcement is more challenging. 

Principle 3: Clarity
The claim, which on product packaging 
appears as the "blue fish" logo and an 
accompanying text, can only be displayed 
on specific products when the supplier has obtained a 
license agreement to do so. The claim can only be used 
for seafood that has been evaluated as coming from 
sustainable stocks. A fishery may also be certified to the 
MSC Fisheries Standard with conditions attached that 
drive improvement in the fishery over time.   

When the MSC logo is used on a product, it must 
always be accompanied by the MSC textual claim. 
This states that the product comes from a sustain-
able source. The claim is always accompanied 
with the URL for the MSC website which contains 
a range of accessible information for consumers 
and other stakeholders. 

Principle 4: Transparency
Information explaining the rationale for 
the MSC Fisheries Standard, how fisheries 
are assessed against it, as well as the 
multi-stakeholder process of developing and revising 
the Standard are available on the MSC website. 

The MSC provides information on current and past 
development and revision processes on a publicly 
accessible website. This information includes lists 
of involved stakeholders who help review the stan-
dard. The MSC makes the consultation responses 
from stakeholders (non-attributable) public on the 
website in order to disclose proposed improvements 
to the standard. Academic papers that cover topics 
related to healthy oceans and sustainable fishing 
are also available on the website.     

Principle 5: Accessibility
The claim is clearly visible on product 
packaging, per strict and enforced MSC 
rules. The URL for the MSC website, where 
consumers can access various resources, is always 
provided with the claim. Consumers and suppliers 
can also use search tools on the MSC website to find 
suppliers, retailers, caterers and restaurants selling MSC 
certified products. 

The textual claim used on MSC certified prod-
ucts provides basic information, and signposts 
consumers to further resources via the URL to the 
MSC website. The MSC also uses social media 
channels, and runs promotions in some regions 
to raise awareness among consumers and inform 
them of the MSC certification program.

Principle 6: Three Dimen-
sions of Sustainability
Environmental: The MSC claim focuses 
mainly on environmental sustainability

Social: Entities cannot be certified to the MSC standard 
if they have been successfully prosecuted for a forced 
labour violation in the last two years. The MSC is now 
expanding the social dimension to ensure greater 
protection of labour rights.

The MSC focuses on the environmental dimension 
and is actively improving the incorporation of the 
social dimension.  

http://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/initiative/road-testing-guidelines-providing-product-sustainability-information
http://www.msc.org/
https://improvements.msc.org/
https://www.msc.org/for-business/use-the-blue-msc-label/guidelines
https://www.msc.org/for-business/use-the-blue-msc-label/guidelines
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Principle 9: Collaboration
The MSC encourages other standard 
setters and related organizations (e.g. 
ISEAL Alliance) to participate as stake-
holders in its development and revision processes. MSC 
has partnered with the Aquaculture Stewardship Council 
to release a joint standard for environmentally sustain-
able and socially responsible seaweed production.   

The MSC is currently working with several other 
certification and rating organizations to develop 
a common backbone for measuring social and 
environmental performance of fisheries and 
aquaculture.  

Principle 10: Comparability
Comparison is not part of this claim. 
However, the MSC explains on its website 
how the blue fish label compares with 
other seafood labeling programs. 

Principle 7: Behaviour 
Change and Longer Term 
Impact 
The MSC conducts a biannual consumer survey and 
conducts outreach work with schools and in collab-
oration with retailers and other businesses to spread 
awareness among consumers and encourage them to 
seek out MSC certified products. 

The MSC's Theory of Change considers that 
increased uptake of certified products by 
consumers will encourage an increase in fisheries 
seeking certification and supply chain companies 
seeking to use the MSC claim. However, in terms 
of directly linking consumer behaviour change to 
impact on environmental sustainability, the MSC 
openly acknowledges that it is inherently difficult 
to carry out monitoring and evaluation activities 
in dynamic marine systems and to isolate the 
impacts of the MSC from other drivers.  

Principle 8: Multi-Channel 
and Innovative Approach
Consumers are welcome to engage with 
the MSC via contact points provided on 
the MSC website; its social media channels, including 
Twitter, Instagram and YouTube; 'champions', including 
celebrity chefs; and through public consultations for the 
development and revision of the certification program. 
The MSC addresses the following consumer groups: 
businesses in the supply chain, retail consumers, and 
consumers eating outside of the home. In addition, 
MSC representatives also regularly attend scientific and 
industry conferences such as the Seafood Expo Global, 
aiming at capturing different expert audiences.

The MSC seeks to make its promotional and educa-
tional material available wherever appropriate, with 
the use of striking and entertaining imagery. It also 
has a mascot of a cartoon cat that visits schools.  

An example of a post on MSC Instagram account 
which makes use of entertaining imagery.

http://www.oneplanetnetwork.org/initiative/road-testing-guidelines-providing-product-sustainability-information
https://www.asc-aqua.org/what-we-do/our-standards/farm-standards/seaweed-standard/

